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The Control Basis for Obviation in Basque' 
Itziar San Martin 
I Introduction 
This paper explores the phenomenon of Obviation in Basque. a genetically 
isolated language spoken in the western parls of the Pyrenees between 
France and Spain . I argue that data on Basque infini tival clauses suggest two 
main claims: first. that Obviation is a phenomenon closely related to Control. 
Second, unlike a Government and Binding Theory approach. the basic facts 
about Control in Basque infinitival clauses are clarified by following the 
Minimalist spirit. 
Obviation could be described as the anti-Control phenomenon. The 
subject of a lower infinitival clause mUSt be disjoint in reference to the sub-
ject of the matrix clause. In Basque both subjunctive and infinitival comple-
ments to the verb nalli 'wam' display such effects. Consider (I) and (2): I 
( I ) Hark j [ 00i/k {hurao", joan dadin] nahi duo ~ 
3psig-erg 3psg-abs go aux-subjunc wanl aux 
'He/shcj wants himJherk to go.' 
(2) Hark j l0*i/k Ihura"ilk joatej-A nahi duo 
3psg-crg 3psg-abs go-inf-Norni n-def-abs want aux 
"Hc/shej wants himJherk to go" 
This research was funded by a grant from the Govemment of Education. Uni-
versities and Rest!arch from tht! Gowrnment of the Basque Country. Thanks to David 
Lightfoot. Norbert Homstein and Juan Uriagereka for their help in directing the 
study. I am grateful to the audiences in various presentations in Maryland. especially 
to Aitziber Atutxa. Juan Carlos Castilo, John Drury. Kleanthes Grohmann. Nancy 
Lyon. Leticia Pablos. Acrisio Pires <lnd Cilene Rodrigues. Thanks to the aud iences in 
the Uniwrsity of Illinois at Ch:lInpaign-Urbana and University of Pennsylvani3. Fi-
nally. r would like to remind the reader a.bout the importance of engaging in the de-
fensc of minority languagcs. Basque being one of them. All errcrs remain mine. 
I These 3re the relevant abbreviations I will use henceforth in (he text: E = Er-
gative. A = Absolutive. D = Dative. Oct = Determint!r. Nom = Nominalizer and Subj 
= Subjunctive. 
~ Basque is a morphologically Ergative language. i.e. the subject of transitivt! 
and uncrg:ltivc verbs is marked Ergative. distinct from the subject of unaccus:ltive 
verbs and object of transitive verbs. which art! marked Abso lutive. 
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In both ( I) and (2) the subject of the lower clause can not be coreferen-
tial to the matrix subject. (3). on the other hand , is an OC structure and it 
shows the opposite effect: the matrix and embedded subject must be corefer-
ential: 
(3) Niki [ Ci/"k/*Johnjoan] nahi dul. 
I-E go want 3A-I E 
'1 want to go.' 
A further immediate difference between the Obviative (1-2) and Control 
(3) instances is that in the former. but not in the latter. lexical subjects arc 
allowed in subject position of the lower clauses. as well as phonetically null 
subjects. Several puzzling facts that need explaining should be noted at this 
point: 
(i) Basque displays systematic pro-drop with the three main arguments 
(subject, direct object and indirect object). This seems to correlate with 
the fact that Basque displays very rich agreement morphology in the 
auxiliary. This would explain the fact that we can get small pro in sub-
junctive clauses like (1). However, infinitival clauses do not show any 
agreement and we would not expect to find small pro in instances like 
(2). 
(ii) DPs are licensed in certain infinitival clauses. as in (2). Infinitival 
clauses are not usually environments where lexical subjects are licensed 
internal to them. Moreover, the non-complementary distribution be-
tween gaps and DPs constitutes a serious counterfact to the central GB 
ideology. 
(iii) Binding facts need explaining. In particular, why does Obviation arise in 
cases like (2)? 
Question in (iii) will find a natural answer after analyzing the Control 
cases first. In turn, the Control instances find a plausible explanation when 
we follow the Minimalist attitude of acknowledging the distinction between 
OC and NOC structures thoroughly. (Hornstein 1999, Manzini and Roussou 
1998. Martin 1996). The core idea of the Minimalist proposals is that OC 
structures involve a transparent domain of the infinitival clause and NOC 
structures include an opaque domain. I claim that this is the key to explain 
certain syntactic and interpretative asymmetries that appear in Basque in-
finitival clauses. I will assume a Movement theory of Control (Hornstein 
1999) and will argue that the gap in the OC structures is the result of Move-
ment of the copy from the embedded to the infinitival clause. Subjects (Iexi-
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calor null) in NOe struclUres are the result of the copy not having been able 
to move and when null they will be identified as pro. 
Fina!ly. I will show how an exten sion of Hornstein's theory of Move-
ment allows for J natural account to the puzzle of Obviation. 
2 Basque Control - Data and some Generalizations3 
Control phenomena arc mainly found in infinitival constructions across lan-
guages. In Basque we find two types of In finitival clauses: ·,:.e Nominaliza-
lions' and -Participial structures', Adding the Nominalizing suffix {ze LO the 
verbal base forms the former. These Nominal s occur with any case ending 
(Ergative. Absolutivc. Dative. Ablati ve and so forth). Clausa l Infinitivals 
bear case markings too. so metimes chosen according to the function of the 
in fin iti val in the matrix clause. For insl;mcc in (4) the infinit ival is l11arkcd 
with Ergative c;J.se. 
(4) [Semeak .tzerrian ibil-tze-AKJ kczkatzen du .ma. 
Son-pl-A abroad-Loc walk-Nom-Def-E worry 3.A-3.E mothcr-A 
'It worries her 1110ther that her sons/sons are abroad: 
In infinitival struclUres of the Participial construction type the verb takes 
no suffix lz,e. We find that some Infinit ival clauses of this sort bear c;J.sc (5) 
and others do not (6.7): 
(5) Ni, [aitak/0" semea lepoan eroman-AKj poztu nau. 
I-A fathcr-E son-A back-Loc can-y-Det-E gladden I.A-3.E 
'I'm glad of carry ing/somcbody carrying the son on his shoulder.' 
(6) Guk, ez dakigu [0/:'10n nora joan]. 
We-E Ncg know where go 
'We do not know (*10n) where to go.' 
(7) Peruk, ["bora!-10hn/0 , ctxera joan] nahi duo 
Peru-E house-all go want 3.A-3.E 
'Peru wants to go home: 
Note two immediate aspects of the two types infinitival clauses given 
above: Some bear case (4.5) and others do not (6,7). Also, some inlinitival 
clauses license DPs in their subject position (4.5). whereas others do not 
(6.7). Although at first sight the correla tion seems to be tha t infiniti va l 
3 I will not discuss Control into adjuncts in (his paper. 
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clauses bearing case license DPs in their subject positions. this seems too 
hasly a conclusion lO draw. Consider (8.9):' 
(8) John; 
John-A 
l*Mari:lf0; hori egile)-RA ausarlu da. 
lhal do-ALL dare 3.A 
'John has dared lO do lhal.· 
(9) Jonek Mariari, [*Pepe/0; hori egilej-N 
John-E Mary-D lhal do-LOC 
'John has helped Mary lO do lhal.· 
Jagundu die. 
help 3.A-3.D-3.E 
Infinitival clauses in (8) and (9) bear case but do not license overt sub-
jects. This suggests that DP licensing depends on the type of Case that the 
infinitival clause takes. if it bears ;lny at all. Specifically. there is a direct 
correlation between Infiniti val clauses taking Structural case and the licens-
ing of DP in their subject positions. This distinction is not sensitive (Q the 
type of Infinitival clause that is being employed. (tz.e Nominalization or Par-
ticipial construction). 
For case of exposit ion. here is J schema of the generalizat ionS made 
above: 
~ I am assuming that the EPP n::quircment holds in Infinitival clauses too. 
(Chomsky 1995. 1998). For!) p:-oposal to derive the EPP from other propenies. sec 
Castillo el al. 1999. 
S The generaliz~l.(ion holds for all predic:ltes that I have checked. except for the 
following: on the one ha.nd. predicates alw:fll 'forget' and kosratll 'have hard time in 
doing somethi ng'. They take inlinitiv:ll complemen ts ma.rked with Absolutive case. 
As such. 1 would expect them to allow for allCrn:.11ing DP and G:.1ps. However. they 
seem to be regul:.1r OC predic:.1tcs. i.c. they only allow for a controlled gap in the 
lower subject position. 
(i) Niri [eroske<ak cgilca] ahaztu zail 
I.D shoppi ng.pl do·Nom-Det-A forget 3.A-l.D 
'J forgot to do the shopping. ' 
There arc two issues that arc wonh mentioning: fi rst. the~e predicates only allow 
for Quirky subjects in d:llivc case. Second. these predicates also select for comple-
ments marked with inncsivc case. but the meaning is different to th::: one stated for 
(i). 
(i i) Niri [erostebn egiteJ·n ahaz[u zait 
I.D shopping do·Nom-lnn forgel 3.A·I.D 
'1 forgot how to do the shopping.' 
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Regardless of the type of Infiniti val clause: 
(a) Infinitival clauses with Structural case 
(b) Inf. el. with Inherent CaselNo ease 
[DP; .. ,[0,,,IDP;,, .... ]]' 
[DP; .... r0;n .. ...... . J] 
An immediate question arises about the (a) cases. What licenses DPs in 
subject position of Infiniti va l clauses? In other words. where do they gel case 
from? I wi ll follow Ortiz de Urbina (1989). who argues that this is an in-
stance of Percolation of the ability to assign case from the higher inflection 
to the lower tenselcss Agreement. Agreement is expanded regardless of the 
particular value +/- Tense. allowing for Inflected Tcnselcss clauses.7 
The second set of data come from prcdic~1(cs (hat arc highly aspcctually marked 
ekil1 'start in the task of. Cli lsi 'continue the task of and 1I1:i 'stop lhe t3sk of. These 
prcdic:llCS lake Dative case in the infinitival clause but surpri singly enough. do not 
allow for lexical DPs in their subject position. 
(iii) Nik I pOm1ak bJtzc~J. riJ ekin diol. 
I.E leek.pl harvest~Det~D start :;.A~3.D-I.E 
'I have started harvesting the leeks: 
Notice, however. that there are other thn.!c predicates in Basque that work per-
fectl y for the genera li zat ion given above: IIwii 'slart', segitu/jardull/ari 'continue'. 
amairu 'finish'. The di fference between thl! fonner and the lauer group seems to be 
merely aspectual as the corresponding transl:l1ions indicate, but it is hard to determine 
the eX3ct difference, 
Also. the subject in the matrix clause is in Quirky dative case in these instances. 
I suspect thi s lJst issue is related to the fact that that they fall out of the generalization 
proposed. 
<> Note that Structural case is directly related to the appearance of a Determiner. 
which suggests that the maximal projection of these structures is ultimately a DP as 
nOled by Odriozola & Zabala (1995). 
7 Raposo argues for a si milar proposal for European Portuguese (1987). EP dis-
plays overt person/number agreement inflection on some infinitives. giving ri se to 
'inflected infini tives: Inflected infinitives can appear only in those contexts where 
thc infinitival clause is assigned case by all external case assigner (Tensed INFL or 
matrix factive verbs). Only in these cases arc: lexical DPs licensed in the subject po-
si tion of the lower clause. The parallelism bl!(ween Basque nominalizalions and sen-
tences was already noted in Ortiz de Urbina 1989, Goenaga 1994. Zabala & Odri ~ 
ozola 1995 and Elordieta 1998. The strik ing similarities between Portuguese, Eng-
li sh and Basque were noted in Ortiz de Urbina 1989, Pires 2000 and Pires & San 
Martin (in progress). See Reuland 1983 for ~I similar proposal for English -illg con-
slructions. 
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Finally. consider the Obviation cases. There are a few predicates (voli-
tional predicates) in Basque that take the following two lypes of infinitival 
clauses: tze Nominalizations marked with structural case and Participial con-
structions with no case marking on the infinitival clause. A very striking 
property of the Nominalized complements. is that the subject of the lower 
clause must be disjoint in reference to any argument in the main clause. Con-
sider (I O):s 
(IO)Nik;l e.illJJohn joatea] nahi dut. 
I·E go·Nom·Det·A want 3A·1 E 
'I want himlhcr/you/thcy/John to go.' 
In (10) there is an asymmetry. On the onc hand the infinitival clause is 
marked with Structural case and therefore DPs are allowed. However. and 
this is the novel requirement. the subject position is a position of Obviation 
with respect to the matrix subject. 
3 Control as Movement and Basque 
Hornstein raises Williams' (1980) observat ion that gaps in OC structures 
display opposite effects compared those found in NOe structures with re-
spect to certain tests (requi rements on the cOlllroller/colllrolled: the control-
ler must be overt. c-commanding and local to the bindee gaps. oe structures 
do not a llow split antecedents. etc). Hornstein argues that oe structures can 
be better accounted for in the Minimalist spirit. by assuming lhat relevant 
gaps are the consequence of a copy that actua lly moved from the PRO posi-
tion to the cOlllroller position. Of course. this move can only be done by as-
suming that chains can have more than one theta role and that the theta re-
quirements of DPs can be satisfied through movement and not simply by 
merge. In other words. theta roles are features. not satisfied in a configura-
tion as in Hale & Keyser 1993. On the contrary. NOC gaps are the result of 
the copy nul having been able 1O move. They arc small pros found in various 
Romance languages. The anaphoric status of OC gaps (literally traces) and 
the pronominal status of NOC gaps (litera lly pros) is therefore explained. 
By adopting the Hornstein 1999 approach the following predictions arc 
born out for the core cases of the Basque data. First. the interpretive differ-
ences outlined by W~lIiams should serve as diagnostics for determining 
whether the structure at hand is an oe or NOe structures and hence. whether 
s The Obvi~ltion facts arc not attested in all Basque diakcts. but in some Gipuz-
koan dialects they seem to get Obviation effects in this environment. 
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movement could or could not have taken place. In other words, we should be 
able to predict whether the lower clause is an island or not by considering the 
interpretive effects thal the sentence displays. For instance. if split anlccc~ 
dents arc not allowed the gap in the inlinitival clause will be a gap resulting 
from movement, hence. a gap in an OC structure. Second. those gaps that are 
predicted to be gaps in OC structures will involve a greedy type of move~ 
ment driven by case checking purposes. Third. in NOe structures. where 
presumably no movement took place. gaps must be identified :::is pro. Basque 
exh ibits systematic pro~drop and it would not be surprising to find them also 
in NOe structures. 
The predictions are born oul. Consider (II), which looks like a NOC 
structure. 
( II) [0,/k/anaia kartetan ibiltzcari] ondo deritsol. 
brother-A cards play-Nom-Dct-D well I .-consider 
'I think that it is OK to play cards/that my brother plays cards.' 
( 12) Nik i Peperik [ 0 i+k kanelan balera joiaslcariJ cndo derilsodala esan diat. 
I-E Pepe-D cards together play-Nom-Det-Dl OK think-Cp say 
3A-3D-1 E 
'\ said to Pepc that I think that it is OK that we play cards together." 
(12) shows that split antecedents arc allowed in this environment. The 
prediction for Hornstein is that the lower infinitival clause is an island and 
that movement could not have taken place. Thus. the gap in the subject posi-
tion is a pro. This conclusion is strengthened by the fact that pro usually gelS 
regular casco In fact in (11) the lower subject position may be occupied by an 
overt DP. suggesting that it is a case position. An interesting aspect of the 
Basque cases is that movement docs not take place for two reasons: on the 
one hand. because the structure the copy appears in is an is land and on the 
other. because there is no motivation for move ment.9 The subject position is 
already a case position. so further movement is prohibited. 
If (11) is a NOC structure the lower clause should constitute an island. 
(18) below bears out the prediction. Moreover. note that where extraction of 
the wh is prohibited pied piping of the whole wh-phrasc is allowed (14), 
which correctly suggests that it is islandhood that is at stake. 
9 I am :.Jssuming Greed as stotcd by Lasnik (1995). "Enlightened Self Interest: 
items move either 1O sotisfy their own rcquirem(;nts or those of the position they 
move to:' 
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(13) *Nork [_ karl elan jolasle ]-ari 
Who-E cards play-Nom-Del-D 
" 'Who do I agree lO the facllhat play cards'?' 
( 14) Karlelan nork jokarzeari deilsoL 
Cards who-E play-Nom-DeL-D consider 
" Who do I agree LO Lhe facL LhaL play cards'?' 
ondo dcrilSOl nik? 
OK consider I.-E'} 
nik ondo? 
I-E OK'? 
We find Lhe contrary effects in cases of OC; consider ( 15). ( 16) shows 
that split antecedcnls are not allowed. suggesting thal movement did take 
place. Since the infinitival clause is nOt an island. wh movement out of it is 
permitlcd. as shown in (17). Notice th;]1 the pied-piping strategy for the wh 
movement is not available where movement of the bare wh word was an 
opLion (18). 
( 15) Guk; ez dakigu [*gu/*Pepe/0. nora joan] . 
We-E neg know-I.pl where go 
'We do not know where to go.' 
( 16) *NikiMarari~ [ 0,+1; batera j031Cko esan dial. 
I-E Mary-D together go-Nom-to say 3A·3D-1 E 
" lold Mary to go together.' 
(17) Nork ez daki [nora joan I'? 
Who-E Neg know-3 where go 
'Who does not know where to goT 
(18)" [Nork nora joan] ez daki? 
Who-E where go Neg know-3? 
' Who does nOL know whalLO do'" 
Movemellt out of the infinitival cl:Juse is both permitted (by the fact that 
it is not located in an island) and moti vated. OC structures in Basque do not 
take structural case marking on infinitival clauses and therefore. do not li-
cense lexical DPs in their subject position. Copies in the lower clause will 
have lO move LO Lhe maLrix [Spec. TP] in order LO be case marked. 
4 The Obviation Cases 
Predicates that display Obviation effects in Basque may take infinitival com-
plements of the two types described above: ( i) Inrinitival clauses that arc not 
marked with structural case. where. J!' expected. the matrix subject must be 
corefcrential to the gap in the lower clause. as in ( 19); ( ii ) Infinitival clauses 
marked with Structural case. Following the logic stated so far. we see that 
the former are regular OC structures. hut for the latter we find an inconsis-
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tency: si nce it looks like a NOe struClUre, the lower subject position should 
be frec in reference. but instead it Obviates with respect to the matrix sub-
jecl. as in (20). This is the ·Obviation Problem·. 
( 19)Ni k; [ 0,. ,/*Johnj oan] nahi dul. 
I-E go want 3A- I E 
'] want to go.' 
(20) Nik; [0."/John joatea] 
I-E go-Nom-Det-A 
'I want somebody else to go.' 
nahi dut. 
want 3A-1 E 
This secti on deals with cases like the lallcr type. the Obvi ation cases. 
The Minimalist approaches outlined above do not provide a straightforward 
account of (20) . How docs Obviation arise? Why should thi s req uirement 
exist in what otherwi se looks like a regular NOe slruclUre? 
As a first approximation. nOle that it seems [0 be crucial thal prcdicalcs 
that display Obviation arc predicates that allow for both OC and NOC 
structures. J will argue we find the key aspect to the solution of the puzzle in 
Basque: sentences that display Obviation are hybrid between OC and NOC 
structures: they are NOC-like in shape. take Structural case marking on the 
lower clause). However. surprisingly enough, they behave like OC struc-
tures. they are not islands. (2 I). (22) and (23) show that extraction of objects 
and subjects is possible out of infinitival clauses that display Obviation ef-
fects: 
(2 I )Zer nah i dut nik [Mariak _ jatea]? 
What want 3A- I E I. E Mary-E eat-Nom-Det-A? 
'What do I want for Mary to cat?' 
(22)Nor "ahi dut nik [ _ joatea]? 
Who-A want 3A-IE I.E go-Nom-Det-A" 
* 'Who do I want that goes.' 
(23)2or nahi du t nik; [ 0, _ erostea]? 
What want 3A-1 E I.E buy-Nom-Det-A 
·What do I want (for somebody else) to buy"r 
An interesting observation can be raised at thi s point: there is some kind 
or relevant relationship between Obviation and OC structures. T hey both 
al!ow extraction out of them. In this sense we could argue that they are es-
sentially the same struClUres. By following the Movement theory to Control. 
the logi c is that M ovement is preferred when anaphoric relations arc estab-
lished. This was the case in OC structures. The anaphoricity between the 
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matrix subject Jnd the embedded gap was the result of the copy having 
moved [0 the matrix controller posit ion. since movement was a preferred 
option where it was possible. In cases where Obviation arises Movement is 
also possible. but did not take place. The proposa l is that Obviation is a logi-
cal consequence of violating 'Move First" when attempting to have a ana-
phoric relation without Movement. The intuition is that this violation implies 
that the usc of a bound pronoun to establish an anaphoric relation is costly 
where movement was possible. and thi s is the source where Obviation arises. 
The idea above suggests that OC and OBV struc tures arc essentially the 
same, they allow movement out of the lower clauses. However. unlike OC 
structures. Oay structures involve a case marking on the lower clause. Re-
call that the role of the structural case marking on the Infinitival clause is [Q 
license lexical subjects internal to the lower clause (Perco lation). 
Certain technical assumptions will do the job. In particular if we assume 
that arrays do not contain morphological material. derivations that are mor-
phologically dislincl will be allowed 10 compele. The OC SlruClures and Ihe 
Obviative ones, the non- case marked and the heavil y case marked respec-
tively. form pan of tlie sa me comparison c1z.ss for purposes of evalu:lling 
derivational economy. In su m. we assume that the grammars make sure to 
add as much morphological case marking as needed and prefers Move over 
Construal. Derivations compete and failure to move where possible will 
yield an anti-control effect. namely Obviation. In other words. Obviation 
arises as a result of violating Move first. The pronoun that emerges as a re-
sult is not a deictic pronoun (wh ich is assumed to be part of the Numeration 
for construing the Derivation). but a formative that the gr:lmmar uses when 
violations of prefen'ed options take place. In other words. it is not deictic and 
does not form part of the Numeration. but emerges as a species of do-support 
strategy in English. 
The idea that the grammar will add as much morphological material as 
needed will allow the elemem that did not move in Obviation structures to 
Slay internal to the lower clause. This is the rcason why Obvimive structures 
take structural case marking on the lower clause. and as a consequence this 
will license subject DP or small pros in them. 
The idea implemented above suggests an economy framework which 
favors derivations exploiting Move to those requiring Construal. Hornstein 
& San Martin (2000) argue that the idea that Obviation is a consequence if 
violating Move First finds strong crosslinguistic empirical support. 
First. in particular. if the competition of derivations between OC and 
OBV is the key ingredient for Obviation LO emerge then it is a necessary 
condition that OC structures be convergent too. In Spanish. predicates querer 
·wanC. esperar 'hope' and preferir 'prefer" allow for bOlh OC and OBV 
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instances. but as expected dudar does not show Obviation effects because it 
does not allow OC structures either. 
Second. crosslinguistically. languages that lack OC structures (which 
mosLly come in the shape of infinitival clauses) do nOI display Obviation 
effects either. This is the case of Rumanian and Salentina. 
Third. diachronically. Old French did nOl show Obvialion effeclS. bUl il 
did not license Infinitival clauses either. It was not unti I the Middle Frenh 
period that Obviation arose together with the existence or Infinitiva l clauses. 
5 Conclusion 
Two relevant claims have been made in this paper. First. control data in 
Basque infinitival clauses can be best approached from a Minimalist view-
poinl. The distribution of null and lexical subjects urges for a serious dis-
tinction between oe and NOe structures. where the fonner involve a trans-
parent domain for movement. The latter involve a more opaque domain 
where arguments are licensed within the lower clause. The second claim is 
that phenomena that have been considered as lOtally separate (Control and 
Obviation) arc actually two sides of the same coin: OC involves movement 
and Obviation is the anti-bound pronoun effect. failure to move first where 
movement was an option. 
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